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“SOMETHING OF A DRAMATIC FORM”:
“THE RUINED COTTAGE” AND THE EXCURSION

CHARLOTTE H. BECK
MARYVILLE COLLEGE
I

When near the end of the 1805 Prelude Wordsworth projected his
intention, at some future time, to “probe/ The living body of society/
Even to the heart,” he also vowed to choose for his anatomy of man,
nature, and society a mode at once more concrete and more impersonal
than that which he presently employed:
Time may come
When some dramatic story may afford
Shapes livelier to convey to thee, my Friend
What then I learned, or think I learned of truth,
And the errors into which I was betrayed
By present objects, and by reasoning false
From the beginning, inasmuch as drawn
Out of a heart which had been turned aside
From Nature by external accidents.1

Wordsworth’s desire for a “dramatic story,” the natural outgrowth of
the soul-searching which had occupied him in The Prelude, eventually
resulted in that “interesting failure,”2 that “ruined cathedral,”3 The
Excursion. The manner in which Wordsworth drafted his epic struc
ture is well known: The first and third sections of The Recluse were to
be “meditations in the author’s own person,” to be balanced by a
medial section distinguished by “the intervention of characters speak
ing in “something of a dramatic form.“4 This impetus toward dra
matic portrayal apparently renewed Wordsworth’s interest in a poem
that had intermittently occupied him since his explosive 1797-98
period, namely “The Ruined Cottage.” The seven-year process by
which the earlier poem evolved into the first book of The Excursion is
carefully traced by James Butler. Briefly, the story of Margaret, com
posed in 1797, was augmented in 1798 to include the life-story of the
pedlar who serves as narrator in the original tale. This lengthy ver
sion was in 1799 divided into two poems, “The Ruined Cottage” and
“The Pedlar.” By 1804 Wordsworth had rejoined the two poems into
that version initially published as “The Pedlar” and later, after some
additional revision, incorporated into his “moral and Philosophical
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Poem.” As Butler states, “The réintroduction of passages about the
Pedlar into The Ruined Cottage thus helps set the narrativephilosophic-dramatic mode of The Excursion;...
Although critics from Coleridge on have insisted that the story of
Margaret ought never to have been included in Wordsworth’s mam
moth failure,6 “The Ruined Cottage” proved to be more than a begin
ning for the longer poem. Rather it furnished a paradigm for The
Excursion, the embryo whence it grew into an ungainly offspring.
With epic dimensions in mind, Wordsworth expanded a single encoun
ter of Poet and Pedlar into an odyssey both physical and metaphysical
in search of evidence that hope is viable, despite life’s “accidents,” if
only the individual remain actively involved in the human commun
ity. Through augmentation, “The Ruined Cottage,” story of one for
saken woman, is expanded to encompass an entire spectrum of
mankind in the social framework and a sermon on the dangers of
withdrawal and impotent despair.
Drawing from conflicting forces within himself, Wordsworth
created four principal characters to embody divergent states of mind
that may approximately be labelled Naieté, the Poet; Optimism, the
Wanderer; Skepticism, the Solitary; and Experience, the Pastor. The
first two were already available from “The Ruined Cottage”; Words
worth needed only to expand his characterization of Margaret in that
of the Solitary and to provide, in the Pastor, a symbol of his philo
sophy realized in experience. Also available for expansion was the
narrative-dramatic strategy earlier employed, not only in “The
Ruined Cottage,” but in several poems wherein the Poet as observer
persona introduces a second character who proceeds to tell his or her
own story, the real focus of the poem. In The Excursion, the Wanderer
(formerly the pedlar) has been introduced by the Poet’s narrative
history before he himself becomes the narrator of Margaret’s story.
When the Wanderer becomes the speaker, he affords the reader a
second perspective on his character that complements the Poet’s by
providing what Reeve Parker calls “a basis for a dramatic interplay
between him and the narrator which is as integral to the nature and
the success of the published poem as the tale itself.”7 Beyond Book I,
The Excursion continues this pattern of dramatically framed narra
tives, each producing an interplay of perspectives. What drama there
is in The Excursion results, as Judson Stanley Lyon observes, from
the conflict of these characters.8 There is, in fact, considerable tension
https://egrove.olemiss.edu/studies_eng_new/vol2/iss1/13
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developed in these progressively unfolding frames and narratives, as
the characters, representing divergent points of view, often clash as
they question the necessity of human contact to individual survival,
usefulness, and happiness. Through the dramatic mode of “The
Ruined Cottage,” Wordsworth hoped that his poetic argument would
achieve something on the concrete level which had been inherent in its
initial form and conception.
II
Parallel characters, events, and setting unite to make “The
Ruined Cottage,” like the first scene of a Shakespearean play, the
microcosm of all that is to come in the slowly unfolding Excursion.
The crucial element in Wordsworth’s pattern of framed narratives is
the observer-persona, the surrogate for the actual poet. As Stephen
Parrish demonstrates concerning the persona in certain of the Lyrical
Ballads, this speaker, the Poet of The Excursion, is at once different
from and closely identified with the author who produced him out of
incidents in his own experience.9 In such a “projected lyric,” as Ben W.
Fuson has termed it, the speaker is both within and without the poet’s
subjectivity in the context of the poem which is his only sphere of
identity.10 As he becomes listener, and the reader’s surrogate, he does
not merely retreat into the background but provides a special kind of
sounding board for other personae. His naïveté and mild skepticism
chime with that of the poet and his reader, as all three stand apart
from the central narrator of the moment, some person met on a coun
try stroll who is moved to open his or her heart to a sympathetic
stranger. The pattern which operates in “The Ruined Cottage,” first
with the Wanderer and then with the Solitary and Pastor, is the source
of three-dimensional characterization in a poem wherein points of
view and experience must be multipled, Wordsworth thought, in order
to provide a plausible anatomy of society.
Before the Wanderer takes his leading role in this didactic jour
ney, the Poet must describe him at length. He emerges from this
introduction as one qualified to expound wisdom gained from consid
erable, though rather specialized, experience among persons whose
sorrow has given rise to apathetic solipcism and ultimate decay. The
protagonist of The Excursion is an extension of Armytage, the frail
pedlar of “The Ruined Cottage.” He has become a robust, energetic
rural philosopher, to Wordsworth “chiefly an idea of what I fancied
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my own character might have become in his circumstances.”11 The
Wanderer’s optimism has developed from a balance of such beneficial
influences as communion with nature, pious parents, sparse but select
reading (the “divine Milton”), and a combined detachment and sym
pathy for the rural folk who purchase his wares. The pedlar’s calling
provides contacts with man and nature which are free from bereave
ment, lost ideals, and disappointment: experiences which have been
the sources of the Solitary’s (and Wordsworth’s) despair. Because the
Wanderer does represent the lighter side of Wordsworth’s conscious
ness, he is, like Milton’s God, a forbidding presence to many readers.
His stoicism has a callous edge to it, his moralizing an arrogant ring.
Wordsworth has, however, attempted to ground the Wanderer’s char
acter in “The Ruined Cottage,” Book I, wherein there is justification
for his detachment. His sad relationship with Margaret has taught
him to avoid empathizing with those suffering persons whom he
contacts in his daily rounds. To share their problems well might have
reduced his usefulness to such persons as Margaret and, by extension,
the Solitary. A residue of bitterness marks his astonishing exclama
tion to the Poet, “Oh, Sir, the good die first./ And they whose hearts
are dry as summer dust/ Burn to the sockets.” (I, 500-502). Margaret’s
slow, irreversible decline has taught him the danger of false hope and
empty pity; and, as he tells her story to the Poet, he is quick to warn
him against “the impotence of grief (I, 929). It is his first important
lesson to the poet — that while there are beneficial effects in heartfelt
sympathy, those benefits must quickly be translated into action. “My
Friend!” he admonishes, “enough to sorrow you have given,/ The
purposes of wisdom ask no more: ...” (I, 932-933). From Margaret’s
tragedy, largely a result of false hope,12 the Wanderer has evolved his
activism and his dedicated desire to rescue those who might recapitu
late her needless dissolution. Growing out of the experience of “The
Ruined Cottage” comes, then, the rest of The Excursion, which
focusses on the rescue of the Solitary. The cottage itself is an emblem
of corrosive despair and the point of departure for a journey that will
take the Poet and his mentor to the Solitary’s seductively beautiful
“recess” and finally to the Pastor’s cottage, the antithesis of both loci
of retreat. Before that point of culmination can occur, there is for the
Wanderer and the Poet an arduous struggle to move the resistant
Solitary out of his seclusion and toward the point of encounter which
will demonstrate to him the value of social involvement. The Poet is,
however, the real beneficiary of the completed quest, because he has
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the opportunity to learn the lesson of each circle into which his Virgil
leads him.13
Continuing the narrative strategy begun in Book I, Wordsworth
makes the Wanderer a second narrator who recounts to the Poet the
story of the Solitary. Wordsworth builds into this narrative the dark
hours which led him almost to “yield up moral questions in despair”:
unhappy foreign entanglements, the deaths of his children, and the
disappointing outcome of the French Revolution. His story prepares
the Poet for an actual meeting with the Solitary, which takes place
after the two travellers come alone into a mountain retreat where the
Poet, not yet fully convinced that nature is an insufficient companion,
is moved to extravagant exclamations at the beauty of the setting:
Ah! what a sweet Recess, thought I, is here!
Instantly throwing down my limbs at ease
Upon a bed of heath; — full many a spot
Of hidden beauty have I chanced to espy
Among the mountains; never one like this;
So lonesome, and so perfectly secure;
Not melancholy — no, for it is green,
And bright, and fertile, furnished in itself
With the few needful things that life requires. (II, 349-357)

Like the “green recess” in Shelley’s “Alastor” which it inspired,
the Solitary’s retreat is but another locus of self-willed decay. Its
random properties attest to aimless eclecticism: scattered pottery,
half-built children’s dollhouses, and, most dangerous in the Wander
er’s eyes, a novel “in the French tongue” by the arch-cynic Voltaire. In
the Solitary’s apartment there is a similar jumble of scattered books,
unarranged natural specimens, scraps of unfinished poetry, a broken
fishing rod, and several half-completed musical instruments — all
evidence of unharnessed energy and ineffectual effort. That the Soli
tary has substituted such activity for human contact is evident in his
language, which personifies the two mountain peaks visible from his
window as “lusty twins” and “prized companions.” An even more
telling revelation is the Solitary’s story, told to the Wanderer and to
the Poet, concerning his part in the rescue of an old man who had
wandered into the mountains and failed to return at the expected hour.
The aged truant (a further example of what the Solitary risks by his
lonely habits) is found by the party, but, as they bear the old man to
safety, the Solitary is distracted by the sight of a cloud-covered valley.
His task forgotten, he experiences a moment of ecstatic vision in
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which the valley seems transformed into a mighty city of “alabaster
domes and silver spires.” This “Mt. Snowden experience” is intended
to demonstrate ironically a dangerous excess of love for nature rather
than for one’s fellow creatures. The Solitary’s own narrative connects
him with Margaret, another recluse who should have been persuaded
to rejoin the human community.
III
When the reader labors with the Wanderer, Poet, and Solitary as
far as Book IV of The Excursion, he has arrived at what Russell Noyes
sees as the philosophical center of the poem.14 This crucial but static
section contains in sermon form a full expression of the Wanderer’s
belief in a universe designed and controlled by a “Being/ Of infinite
benevolence and power.” As one who has completed the Wordswor
thian progression from sensate childhood, to passionate youth, and
finally to “the years which bring the philosophic mind,” the Wanderer
feels empowered to sound out not only the “sad music of humanity,”
but also its logical extension: one’s duty to serve one’s fellow man, a
new note in the progression. Gone is the sadly cynical tone of the old
pedlar who offered consolation to Margaret only to find that “She
thanked me for my wish; — but for my hope/ It seemed she did not
thank me” (I, 811-813). His lecture to the Poet and the Solitary
preaches human involvement as the only permanent remedy against
despair:
“And what are things eternal? — powers depart,”
The grey-haired Wanderer stedfastly replied,

Possessions vanish, and opinions change,
And passions hold a fluctuating seat:
But, by the storms of circumstance unshaken,
And subject neither to eclipse nor wane,
Duty exists; — immutably survives,
For our support, the measures and the forms,
Which an abstract intelligence supplies;
Whose kingdom is, where time and space are not (IV, 66-76).

It is significant that the Wanderer makes a religious rather than a
Christian statement, leaving the Pastor to voice what Wordsworth
was himself unwilling to state in propria persona even as late as 1814:
an orthodox religiosity.
https://egrove.olemiss.edu/studies_eng_new/vol2/iss1/13
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In The Excursion, as in the best of Wordsworth’s early poetry,
Nature is more expressive than man. The Wanderer concludes what
the Poet calls his “eloquent harangue” as the sunset provides a fitting
commentary. To the Poet, Nature’s approval of the Sage’s words
seems thereby manifest:
The Sun, before his place of rest were reached
Had yet to travel far, but unto us,
To us who stood low in that hollow dell,
He had become invisible, — a pomp
Leaving behind of yellow radiance spread
Over the mountain-sides, in contrast bold
With ample shadows, seemingly, no less
Than those resplendent lights, his rich bequest;
A dispensation of his evening power (IV, 1299-1307).

For this pattern of imagery “The Ruined Cottage” has earlier pro
vided the model. The pedlar’s hortatory remarks (closing the story of
Margaret in all but the earliest version) reprove the Poet’s “impotent”
grief and turn his attention toward the setting sun, bathing the cot
tage in a “slant and mellow radiance.” Symbol of Nature’s power to
assimilate all aspects of existence, even life’s “accidents,” the sunset
becomes thereafter a validation for those didactic sections which are
most crucial to the message of The Excursion. It is not a surprise, then,
to find that the entire poem ends with the sunset, providing a natural
benediction for the Pastor’s sermon in Book IX, and leaving the reader
with more literal and figurative indication that optimism is valid,
even in a world where shadows often seem to dominate.
Although the message of the poem has been articulated fully at its
midpoint, the characters have yet to see any concrete evidence to
support the Wanderer’s doctrine. The Solitary arouses the Wanderer’s
“moral anger” as he doubts that salvation can come in “the narrow
avenue of daily toil.” Therefore the Wanderer, apparently prepared for
such skepticism, is ready to lead his party to another circle of instruc
tion, wherein the Pastor will provide “for our abstractions solid facts.”
The backdrop for this last speaker is a country churchyard, much like
Gray’s, were grave markers and silent mounds of earth testify that all
are victims of life’s transience. Here the dramatic mode of presenta
tion gives a new focus and tone to the poem. The Pastor is prompted to
tell his stories as the visitors ask about certain graves or groupings of
graves which attract their attention. The graceful and elegiac tone of
Published by eGrove, 1981
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the narrator sheds a mellow glow over all of his tales, giving them a
homogeneity which the ever-irritating Solitary does not fail to notice.
Where, he asks, are “tales of poor humanity’s afflicted will/ Strug
gling in vain with ruthless destiny?” “These,” states the Pastor, “be
terms which a divine philosophy rejects.” He has chosen to omit those
examples which, telling only of unrelieved evil and sorrow, are with
out edifying effect, and to chose only those which do support through
positive and negative example the Wanderer’s optimism. The dra
matic presentation of the Pastor’s stories is in their favor, since the
distance thus provided partially corrects their rather obvious selectiv
ity. The pattern of framed narratives which has been drawn from the
paradigmatic “Ruined Cottage” once again serves as character
creating device, for one comes to know the Pastor through the stories
he tells. He is a unique blend of simplicity and wisdom, without a
counterpart I believe, among Wordsworth’s characters. Justly com
pared with Chaucer’s Parson,15 he is a prince among common folk,
doing God’s work as well as preaching it. Because his pragmatic
evidence corrects the abstraction and over-idealization of the Wander
er’s statement, he is a welcomed fourth character to the latter part of
The Excursion. Not only does he complement the Wanderer, but he
provides a sharp contrast to Margaret and the Solitary, an example of
domestic happiness seen nowhere else in the poem and its most con
vincing image of man interacting with man.
The Pastor’s fourteen stories reiterate the theme of hope, both
salutory and misguided. All have their counterparts in aspects of “The
Ruined Cottage”: prodigals like Robert, some who do and some who do
not return; wise and foolish parents, like Robert and Margaret, who
experience the loss of children (there is a distressing number of child
ren’s deaths in these tales); and, of course, the forsaken women. The
story of Ellen, one of the most extensive and interesting of the tales,
combines the type of the bereaved mother with that of the forsaken
woman. Essentially the same story that is told in “The Ruined Cot
tage,” it serves to unify The Excursion through its very clear connec
tion with the work’s first narrative. The Poet, who realizes the
similarity, serves as connector, reacting “with emotion scarcely... less
strong” than when
Under those shady elms, from him I heard
The story that retraced the slow decline
Of Margaret, sinking on the lonely heath
With the neglected house to which she clung (VI, 1053-61).
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Through this instinctive response from the Poet, Wordsworth unders
cores both his method and his message — that although no character
is free from sorrow, some turn it into spiritual victory. Ellen’s simple
faith is a reproof to those like Margaret who allow despair to destroy
their faith. She insists, to her false comforters, that “He who afflicts
me knows what I can bear.” Hers is, however, not a position which
either the Solitary or the Poet can accept fully at this point in their
odyssey.
The perambulation that begins at the ruined cottage ends at the
thriving home of the Pastor and his family. Like an umbilical cord, its
well-kept path binds the parsonage to the Churchyard, symbol of the
Pastor’s involvement with the world. Near the path there is luxuriant
vegetation which contrasts sharply with the “lank slips” and “leaf
less stems” near Margaret’s cottage. The pastor’s wife, an Eve-vision
of “feminine allurements soft and fair,” is flanked by her well-kept
home and healthy children. So poignantly does she contrast with her
less fortunate counterparts that one senses an ominous suggestion
that in the context of this poem, such good fortune may be short-lived.
Perhaps for this reason the Solitary is, though softened by his enjoya
ble evening at the Pastor’s home, not prepared to rejoin society. He
merely promises a future meeting before making his way alone to his
mountain cottage. All of the personages must, in fact, descend from
the elevated spot where the Pastor delivers his vesper sermon to the
plain of common life. The sunset benediction of The Excursion is not,
therefore, without its ambiguity, since it can offer no real assurance
that the message of optimism is entirely valid on more than a particu
lar level. The remaining portions of The Recluse that might have
removed this open-endedness were unfortunately among those
“future labors” never to be completed.
The Excursion must therefore stand as evidence of Wordsworth’s
not entirely successful attempt to augment “The Ruined Cottage” into
an epic of gigantic portions, the final state of which is difficult to
evaluate. On one hand, moralizing intrusions and characters which
threated to fade into abstraction clash with the realism which the
dramatic structure attempts. On the other, there is a tenable and often
effective structure, suggested by ‘’The Ruined Cottage,” which brings
many of the virtues, except economy, of the shorter work into the
service of the larger. What The Excursion demonstrates, in essence, is
that excepting The Prelude, Wordsworth’s genius was largely draPublished by eGrove, 1981
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matic; and that in this his most elaborate experiment in the dramatic
mode he not only returns to his best poetic medium but also foreshad
ows the direction that his successors, the Victorians, were destined to
take. Like them, he was moved by a fascination with multiple perspec
tives on reality to embody a range of attitudes in impersonative
masks, avoiding thereby the blatant subjectivity of typical Romanti
cism. It is more than a desire to hide behind personae, though, that
impelled Wordsworth and the later Victorians to employ the dramatic
mode; rather, it was a drive toward the kind of truth-telling that
acknowledges the multiplicity and ambiguity of existence: the truth
telling of Maud, The Ring and the Book, and Empedocles. Words
worth’s climactic dramatic poem, The Excursion, may leave the
reader hopelessly lost amidst commentary and oration stretching
from a sound structure to the limits of credibility. Thus The Excursion,
conceived of as an objectivized contrast to The Prelude’s subjectivity,
both achieves and baffles its purpose.
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